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    ARNOLD BENNETT, TRANSPORT AND URBAN DEVELOPMENT  
 
                                                      Brian J Hudson 
 
ABSTRACT: Literary geography, pioneered in the first half of the twentieth century, is now a 
well-established field of research. English novelist and journalist Arnold Bennett is one of many 
literary artists whose works have been studied by geographers. This article examines Bennett’s 
writings in order to explore how changing modes and spatial patterns of transport influence 
landscape, land use and urban morphology. It demonstrates his geographical understanding of 
the role and influence of transport in regional development and on the landscape, thus 
emphasizing Bennett’s ability to describe and explain these phenomena using the trained 
sensibilities of the novelist. Examples are drawn from Bennett’s native Potteries district and 
from other areas familiar to him, both in England and on the European continent.  
Introduction  
Geographical interest in literature has long been concerned with the creative writer’s ability to 
describe landscapes, to capture the personality of place and to achieve regional synthesis in a way 
which normally eludes the professional scholar. Indeed, it has been suggested by the man who is 
the subject of this essay that, ‘no real scholar can also be a creative artist’ (Bennett, 1974, p. 101). 
Leonardo da Vinci is probably the most notable exception that proves the rule. As another 
Italian scholar expressed it, ‘literary works (tales, novels or short stories) are important because 
they provide authentic and indispensable testimony of the influence of human experience on 
place’ (Lando, 1996, p. 3). Many geographers have undertaken research that draws on the work 
of novelists and other creative writers, in an engagement with literature dating back at least as far 
as the first half of the twentieth century (see, for example, Baker, 1931; Darby, 1948). Recently, 
literary geography has been described as a field of research at the interface between human 
geography and literary studies which reflects an ‘ongoing spatial turn in the arts and humanities’. 
It forms part of a cultural turn in human geography which has seen geographers engage with a 
variety of art formats ranging from film and dance to sculpture and the visual arts as well as 
literature (Alexander, 2015, p. 3). 
This article focuses on the work of a literary artist whose geographical thought has already 
received attention from geographers. English novelist, playwright and journalist Arnold Bennett1 
(1867–1931), is recognised for his interest in and advocacy of geography (Hudson, 1982). 
Bennett was born in Hanley, one of the six Staffordshire towns that, in 1910, federated to form 
what is now the city of Stoke-on-Trent. This area, commonly known as ‘The Potteries’ because 
of its traditional major industry, is the Five Towns of Bennett’s fiction (Figure 1). In his books 
the author changes the names of his Potteries locations. For example, Stoke becomes the 
fictional Knype; Hanley, Hanbridge; Burslem, Bursley; Tunstall, Turnhill; Longton, Longbridge; 
Cobridge, Bleakridge; Newcastle, Oldcastle; and Waterloo Road, Trafalgar Road. 
Figure 1: Arnold Bennett. 
At the age of 21 Bennett left home to live in London, later moving to overseas France and then 
back to Essex. In the early years of the twentieth century, he became one of the most successful 
and acclaimed writers of the age, but his reputation in the literary world declined after the First 
World War. For decades after Virginia Wolf’s famous critical essay on Bennett, his novels and 
short stories were largely ignored by the literary cognoscenti (Woolf, 1924). Woolf argued that 
Bennett’s concern with detail detracts from his novels’ literary merit, but others value this aspect 
of his work: according to Simmers, Bennett ‘is not only an excellent observer, but he uses the 
detail of what he sees to make sense of it, in social and historical perspectives’ (2015). More 
recently, Bennett has once again attracted serious attention from scholars (see, for example, 
Carey, 1992; Squillace, 1997; Saloman, 2012; Shapcott, 2015).  
At school, Bennett received an education which included geography taught along the old-
fashioned lines typical of his day, with much rote learning of ‘facts’ about the world. While he 
valued his school geography lessons, Bennett was highly critical of the content and method of 
teaching (Hudson, 1982). After working in his father’s law office and twice the failing the 
London University legal examinations Bennett left home, eventually pursuing a career in 
journalism and fiction writing. Self-educated, Bennett was an ardent advocate of self-directed 
learning, strongly recommending the study of geography (Bennett, 1918). We know little about 
the sources of his geographical knowledge, but in his novel The Card he refers to ‘places 
mentioned in second-year geographies’ (Bennett, 1912a, p. 260), and he was certainly aware of 
the work of French geographer Elisée Reclus (Bennett, 1918). He also read travel literature and 
had a great interest in maps and atlases (Hudson, 1982). Importantly, Bennett was strongly in 
favour of studying ‘realistic, verifiable on-the spot geography’, which involved observation in the 
field: his writings, both fiction and non-fiction, reflect this approach (1918, p. 213). Indeed, 
Bennett claimed that, ‘To a man who is a geographer of his district, every stroll is an adventure, a 
confirmation or contradiction of theory, a spying out of the land’ (Bennett, 1918, p. 213).  
Bennett’s works have been appreciated by geographers who acknowledge that he is one of those 
writers ‘with the trained sensibilities of the novelist’ (Coser, 1963, p. 3), ‘whose art permits them 
to reproduce vivid word pictures of what they have observed’ (Salter and Lloyd, 1977, p. 3). 
Bennett’s literary portrayal of his native Potteries district received early attention from 
geographers A.H. Morgan (1942) and D.C.D. Pocock (1979), since when interest in the novelist 
has grown considerably among scholars from several disciplines. Bennett’s work has been used 
in research on subjects as diverse as regional geography (Gilbert, 1960; 1972), aesthetics 
(Hudson, 1993), costume (Ribeiro, 2010), women’s studies (Crozier-De-Rosa, 2010) and even 
medicine (Perkin, 1981). Of particular interest to transport geographers is Ian Carter’s (2000, 
2001) research on Bennett’s writings as a resource for the study of railway history.  
Bennett, literature and transport 
The following discussion examines Bennett’s thoughts on transport, focusing particularly on the 
influence of developments in transport on human settlements. Nowhere is the geographical 
imagination of Bennett more strikingly illustrated than in the opening chapter of what is widely 
regarded as his finest novel The Old Wives’ Tale, originally published in 1908 (Bennett, 1917). 
Here, too, the author demonstrates his strong awareness of the visual impact and the role of 
transport and communication within the region in which his best known fiction is set, the 
Potteries district of north Staffordshire: 
‘On every side the fields and moors of Staffordshire, intersected by roads and lanes, 
railways, watercourses and telegraph-lines, patterned by hedges, ornamented and 
made respectable by halls and genteel parks, enlivened by villages at the 
intersections, and warmly surveyed by the sun, spread out undulating. And trains 
were rushing round curves in deep cuttings, and carts and wagons trotting and 
jingling on the yellow roads, and long, narrow boats passing in a leisure majestic and 
infinite over the surface of the stolid canals… One could imagine the messages 
concerning prices, sudden death, and horses, in their flight through the wires under 
the feet of birds’ (Bennett, 1917, p. 18). 
Bennett’s interest in transport is revealed in comments such as ‘no man can comprehend the 
human aspect of a countryside until he has comprehended its roads – the rivers upon which flow 
ideas, good and evil’ (Bennett, 1924, p. 452), and ‘[r]ailroads and trains have always appealed to 
me. I have often attempted to express my sense of their romantic savor’ (Bennett, 1912b, p. 99). 
Numerous references to transport can be found in Bennett’s prolific writings, and this article is 
based on an extensive study of these – drawn from his works of both fiction and non-fiction. 
The article considers Bennett’s observations on the ways that developments in transport affect 
the geography of regions, especially their influence on the changing landscape, urban 
morphology, and patterns of human settlements over time. By examining the works of a 
perceptive literary artist, this article demonstrates the value of creative writing as a useful lens 
through which to view the evolution of landscapes and patterns of spatial development.  
Scholars with an interest in transport have already discovered Bennett’s writings on the subject, 
the sociologist Ian Carter devotes an entire chapter of his book Railways and Culture in Britain 
(Carter, 2001) to one of Bennett’s least known novels, Accident (1929). Carter’s aim was to 
examine ‘cultural representations of the modern steam railway in the country where it was born: 
Great Britain’ (Carter, 2001, p. 3). A notable example of Bennett’s observations on railways and 
other forms of transport as factors in regional development occurs in the opening chapter of his 
semi-autobiographical novel Clayhanger, published in 1910. Here Bennett comments on the 
relationship between ‘the fine and ancient Tory borough of Oldcastle’ (Newcastle-under-Lyme), 
where the author attended school, and the ‘Five Towns’ (Stoke-on-Trent) where he lived. The 
two urban areas were separated by a semi-rural, partly industrialised valley through which passed 
the Knype and Mersey (Trent and Mersey) Canal and a railway known locally as the Loop Line. 
‘The fine and ancient borough provided education for the whole of the Five Towns, 
but the relentless ignorance of its prejudices had blighted the district. A hundred 
years earlier the canal had only been obtained after a vicious Parliamentary fight 
between industry and the fine and ancient borough, which saw in canals a menace to 
its importance as a centre of traffic. Fifty years earlier the fine and ancient borough 
had succeeded in forcing the greatest railway line in England to run through 
unpopulated country five miles off instead of through the Five Towns, because it 
loathed the mere conception of a railway. And now, people are enquiring why the 
Five Towns, with a railway system special to itself, is characterised by a perhaps 
excessive provincialism. These interesting details have everything to do with the 
history of Edwin Clayhanger, as they have everything to do with the two hundred 
thousand souls in the five towns. Oldcastle guessed not the vast influences of its 
sublime stupidity’ (Bennett, 1910, pp. 1–2). 
Figure 2: An early twentieth century bird’s eye view of The Potteries..  
 
Geography and history: questions and explanations  
While the explanation for the routing of railways and canals in the region is more complex than 
Bennett suggests, there can be no doubt that the novelist wrote with the authority of one who 
was not only very familiar with the area, but who also conducted extensive research both in the 
study of published sources and in the form of fieldwork (Hudson, 1982). The question that 
Bennett puts into the mouth of young Edwin Clayhanger reflects the author’s geographical 
curiosity. On learning that the clay used in the local pottery industry is brought by sea and canal 
via Runcorn all the way from Cornwall, Edwin expresses his puzzlement ‘that they should bring 
clay all that roundabout way just to make crocks of it here. Why should they choose just this 
place to make crocks in?’ (Bennett, 1910, p. 6) (Figure 3). Bennett’s caution in accepting simple 
explanations in geography is well illustrated in his comment about the rise of Milan in 
comparison with Genoa: ‘One hears that the relative rise of Milan is due to the influence of a 
certain Alpine tunnel. But there must be a more complex explanation than that’ (Bennett, 1971, 
p. 584). Nevertheless, he was strongly of the opinion that ‘all history is caused by the facts of 
geography’ (Bennett, 1909, p. 123). Furthermore, Bennett firmly believed that history and 
geography should be taught together for a proper understanding of ‘Mother Earth’: ‘History’, he 
suggests, ‘is merely the result of geography [a truth that is] the key to all development’ (Bennett, 
1906, p. 386).  
Bennett lived at a time when the concept of geographical determinism was being promoted by 
geographers such as Friedrich Ratzel, Helen Semple and Ellsworth Huntington. While we have 
no evidence that Bennett read any of these authors, there is one book which certainly influenced 
his thinking ‘by filling [him] up with the sense of causation everywhere’ – Herbert Spencer’s First 
Principles (Bennett, 1971, p. 335). Bennett did not discount the importance of human choice in 
the course of history and the evolution of the landscape. His remarks about the alignment of the 
main railway line which bypassed major Staffordshire towns and later required the creation of 
The Loop Line to serve the industrial Potteries is evidence of this. On the question of 
determinism and free will, Bennett wrote: 
‘The theory of determinism cannot be demolished by argument. But in his heart every man, 
including the most obstinate supporter of the theory, demolishes it every hour of every day. On 
the other hand, the theory of free-will can be demolished by ratiocination! So much the worse 
for ratiocination!’ (1971, p. 48). 
Bennett was fully aware that human factors, such as people’s preferences and decisions, could 
greatly influence developments on the face of the Earth. This is clearly evident in his account of 
the pattern of railways in north Staffordshire. It is particularly evident in his comments on the 
impact of changing modes and patterns of transport that he observed while growing up in the 
Potteries, and learned about from his research on the district. His Five Towns novels and short 
stories contain numerous references to historical developments in transport – not only the canal 
and railway system discussed earlier, but also the history of roads and their traffic. We are told of 
pack horses and mules, wagons and coaches that formerly were driven along the old roads of the 
district which eventually saw the advent of tramways. The first trams were hauled by horses, then 
came those powered by steam, followed by the faster electric tram. The effects of these 
developments are described by Bennett, who notes that the disappearance of pack horse traffic 
led to the decline of the narrow, winding (and often steep) old roads, some becoming slum 
streets. An early major improvement was the toll road built during the Napoleonic Wars to 
connect the Potteries towns. Bennett noted some of the landscape features that were reminders 
of now vanished transport systems, such as an ancient posting house which still functioned as an 
ale house, and a disused toll-house falling into ruin (Hudson, 1982).  
Figure 3: Hanley in 1933 showing the Loop Line.  
Relatively unchanged to this day is St John’s Square, Burslem, where Bennett’s grandparents had 
a shop which is the Baines’ shop in The Old Wives’ Tale (Bennett, 1917). This was the fictional 
childhood home of sisters Constance and Sophia. Burslem (the Bursley of Bennett’s Five 
Towns), was known as the ‘Mother Town’ of the Potteries, and its commercial heart had long 
been St John’s Square (Figure 5), Bennett’s fictional St Luke’s Square (see Figure 4). Writing to 
her sister Sophia, Constance relates, ‘Business in the Square is not what it used to be. The steam 
trams have taken all the custom to Hanbridge, and they are talking of electric trams’ (Bennett, 
1917, p. 445). When Sophia later returns to Bursley, she finds little constructional change in the 
square: 
‘But the moral change, the sad declension from the ancient proud spirit of the Square – this was 
painfully depressing. Several establishments lacked tenants, had obviously lacked tenants for a 
long time; “To let” notices hung in their stained and dirty upper windows, and clung insecurely 
to their closed shutters [Sophia was saddened to find that] The Square really had changed for the 
worse; it might not be smaller, but it had deteriorated. As a centre of commerce it had assuredly 
approached very near to death’ (Bennett, 1917, p. 468–9). 
Figure 4: Etruria Pottery Works and canal. 
Retail business in the Five Towns was now concentrating in Hanbridge. ‘The heaven of thick 
smoke over the Square, the black deposit on painted wood-work, the intermittent hooting of 
steam sirens, showed that the wholesale trade of Bursley still flourished [but] as a mart old 
Bursley was done for’ (Bennett, 1917, p. 469). It was not only the retail business that was 
affected by developments in public transport. On the main road between Burslem and 
Hanbridge, ‘It was really the new steam-cars that were to be the making of Bleakridge as a 
residential suburb’ (Bennett, 1910, p. 200). While residential property values were falling in 
central urban areas, speculators and developers were benefiting from rising land prices in a place 
that was now only three minutes’ tram-ride away from town (Figure 6). 
Figure 5. St. John’s Square, Burslem. 
In the novel Anna of the Five Towns , published in 1902, we find an account of the changing land 
uses and urban development, which occurred in consequence of the introduction of steam-
powered trams on the road linking Bursley and Hanbridge via Bleakridge. Within the living 
memory of a resident, the part of the road where he lived was transformed from ‘a country lane, 
flanked by meadows and market gardens [to] a street of houses up to and beyond Bleakridge’ 
(Bennett, 1902, p. 24). Between there and the outskirts of Hanbridge ‘the houses came only in 
patches’, but, because of the attraction of that part of the Five Towns as a fashionable residential 
area, development was continuing and ‘the natural growth of the town had robbed Bleakridge of 
some of that exclusive distinction which it once possessed’ (Bennett, 1902, pp. 24–5). Bennett 
describes in detail the changing character of this urban corridor as it stretched south from 
Bursley towards Hanbridge:  
Figure 6. Electric tram, Hanley. 
 
‘First came a succession of manufactories and small shops; then, at the beginning of 
the rise, a quarter of a mile of superior cottages; and lastly, on the brow, occurred 
the houses of the comfortable – detached and semi-detached, and in terraces, with 
rentals of £25 to £60 a year. The Tellwrights lived in Manor Terrace (the name being 
a last reminder of the great farmstead which formerly occupied the western hill side); 
the house, of light yellow brick, was two-storied, with a long narrow garden behind, 
and the rent £30. Exactly opposite was an antique red mansion, standing back in its 
own ground… now a school… Somewhat higher up, still on the opposite side to 
Manor Terrace, came an imposing row of four new houses, said to be the best 
planned and best built in the town, each erected separately and occupied by its 
owner’ (Bennett, 1902, p. 25). 
It was in this area that Bennett lived with his family before leaving home for a new life in 
London. 
Figure 7: Number 205 Waterloo Road, Cobridge. 
Twentieth-century signs of the times in town and country 
On his travels in other parts of Britain and overseas, too, Bennett observed the impact that 
advances in transport were having on the landscape in general, and on urban development in 
particular. With the expansion of railway networks, it was common for stations to be located 
outside the settlements they served, sometimes at an inconvenient distance from the centre. 
Bennett gives us an example of this in one of his stories. The fictional Cander in The Woman Who 
Stole Everything is the Sussex village of Amberley where the author stayed in May to June 1926. 
‘The village was a mile off; the station stood where it did, at the crossing of the main-line 
and the highway to the sea, because it would have been accessible nowhere else; the 
villagers and visitors had to accept the mile with good grace’ (Bennett, 1927, pp. 22–3). 
Commonly, the road between the railway and the village or town quickly became lined with new 
buildings, or a new road was built to connect the urban centre with the station. This kind of 
development had the widespread effect of extending existing settlements in the direction of the 
nearby railway line. Recording his impressions of a visit to Albenga in Italy, Bennett observes, 
‘The town lay at the end of a long straight new avenue lined with villas. I wonder how many old 
towns I have visited, like this for the day, approaching them by a long straight new avenue from 
the station’ (Bennett, 1971, p. 184). 
Elsewhere, Bennett noted, sometimes with disapproval, the effects of expanding motor transport 
on roadside development. ‘The main Riviera coast-road (surely the most dangerous in Europe, 
with its double tram-lines, its ever-curving narrowness, and its motor-buses merrily overtaking 
Rolls Royces at blind corners) from St. Raphael to Mentone is now an uninterrupted series of 
architectural extravagances’ (Bennett, 1930, p. 80). As well as the spread of roadside building, 
commonly termed ‘ribbon development’, further visual intrusion was caused by the erection of 
advertisement hoardings beside highways. ‘On the Riviera there are ten times more roadside 
advertisements to the kilometre than in England to the mile. The spectacle is absolutely 
desolating’ (Bennett, 1930, p. 81). In Bennett’s opinion, ‘No region, perhaps, was ever more 
miraculously endowed with natural charms than the Riviera, and certainly none was ever so 
disfigured by the vulgarity of man’ (Bennett, 1930, pp. 80–1). 
In both town and country, old roads were being transformed in response to the new demands of 
traffic, and new ones constructed. Bennett was particularly impressed by the modern Italian 
autostrada. ‘The autostrada or speedway between Milan and the lake districts has a surface as good 
as the best English; and it is straight and level… The autostrada is a great time-saver’ (Bennett, 
1930, p. 80). In this way the countryside became more accessible to the inhabitants of towns and 
cities, desirable as a means of facilitating open air recreation and developing tourism, but often 
with unfortunate impacts on the landscape. Bennett notes that, ‘There is a fair amount of 
countryside defacement in England’ (1930, p. 80), and it is probably no coincidence that his 
critical comments were made at a time when the Council for the Preservation of Rural England 
(founded in 1926) was campaigning strongly against uncontrolled development of this kind. 
In his writings, Bennett reveals his ability to appreciate the role and influence of transport at the 
regional and even global scale, but he also demonstrates his keen observation at the local level. 
Some details of changes in the landscape and townscape of motor transport are noted in 
Bennett’s story A Very Romantic Affair. This describes the introduction of traffic policemen and 
the marking of roads with white lines at an English seaside resort bustling with all sorts of 
vehicles including charabancs, motor cars, motor bicycles, some with sidecars, and bicycles. By 
then, people were ‘quite used to moving to and fro by means of petrol’ (Bennett, 1927, p. 328).  
Conclusion 
Arnold Bennett is an author who rewards geographers and others who study his writings for a 
deeper understanding of the regions portrayed in his books. Importantly, he draws attention to 
the different processes that contribute to the creation and evolution of places and landscapes. 
Among the most important factors influencing development over time are innovations in 
transport. This was a matter of particular interest to Bennett, whose writings are a rich source of 
information and insight on the subject. Bennett not only communicates the visual impact of 
transport on the landscapes he describes, he also considers the social and economic 
consequences of changing technologies in transport, and their effects on urban morphology. As 
a novelist and short story writer, Bennett, of course, was under no constraint to portray 
geographical information with absolute accuracy, and his readers have to be cautious when 
examining fiction for factual information. As a journalist, however, Bennett was professionally 
bound to be as truthful as possible. While creative literature, even that produced by an accurate 
and detailed observer such as Bennett, is not a substitute for knowledge acquired by systematic 
empirical investigation, the combination of the novelist’s art with a highly developed 
understanding of geography make his writings a valuable source of material for geographical 
research which seeks to reveal the human experience of place and landscape. Through this study 
of Bennett’s work we gain a richer understanding of the way developments in transport affect 
the landscape, land use and patterns of human settlement, especially from the point of view of 
people living at the time. Perhaps even more importantly, Bennett demonstrates that the study of 
geography can enrich the lives of all, and need not be a field of knowledge that concerns only the 
professional geographer or academic researcher. 
 
Note 
1. Arnold Bennett wrote over 70 books, many of which were published (and republished) in 
several editions in the UK and the USA. Those listed in the references are the editions used by 
the author.  
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